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LAB ON A SHOESTRING
Norma Inabinette
Associate Professor and Director, Reading Clinic
California State University
Fullerton, California
printed materials. Thus began the seed
of a "lab on a shoestring".

Today's schools are attempting to provide alternative curricular programs for
those students who seem unable to function successfully in the standard high
school sequence. Such a "school within
a school", herein described, frequently
attracts youngsters who have low selfesteem, cannot work well independently,
dislike an academic environment, are
unable to establish long-term goals nor
accomplish short term objectives satisfactorily, do not respond well to authority, and are frequently absent or tardy
from the regular school day. However,
the characteristics that are shared most
often by the majority of the students in
the alternative schools is a lack of functional literacy and oral communication
skills. To overcome the fundamental,
pragmatic limitation of such dysfunctioning students, the staff of the School of
Educational Alternatives (S.E.A.) at Valencia High School in Placentia, California
established the following goals for their
special program.
A. Reduce students' tardies, truancies
and excessive absenteeism.
B. Increase students' credit earnings
thereby increasing probability of
on-time graduation.
C. Increase students' basic skills, with
special emphasis on reading, math,
composition, and oral communication.
D. Provide curriculum with (1) low
student-teacher ratio and (2) high
counseling content.
E. Provide vocational/career guidance
and work experience programs.
F. Increase students' self-esteem, commitment to school, and ability to
set personal goals.
As is evidenced from the goal statement, basic reading instruction received
one of the major focuses. However, like
many educational endeavors of this type,
the fiscal budget allotted to S.E.A. was
extremely limited and could provide for
neither adequate personnel nor sufficient

THE LAB
The four major problems encountered
in the establishment of the lab were 1)
quality and quantity of personnel to
maintain the low student-teacher ratio,
2) a program pragmatic enough to provide incentive and immediate application
of reading skills, 3) a physical setting
conducive to learning, and 4) materials/
resources to fit a variety of needs, abilities,
and values of the students enrolled.
Personnel. Because of the particular academic needs of the S.E.A. students, the
lab needed to be supervised by qualified
reading specialists. Master level students
from California State University, Fullerton volunteered their expertise four hours
per day to establish and direct the specialized instruction. The only additional personnel available was a part-time paid aide.
Because the lab had enrolled between 12
and 19 students per hour, a "buddy system" and cross tutoring techniques were
used to accommodate the individual instructional needs that could not be met
by the limited staff.
Instructional Program. The program day
was divided into four one-hour instructional periods during each 5 week cycle.
Students reading below the 6th grade
level were automatically assigned to the
lab, while others could elect the reading
lab if they wished. About 50% of the
student population of the lab changed
each cycle.
Individualized instruction was a necessity because of the need for personalized
guidance, excessive lack of motivation,
and the sporadic attendance patterns of
S.E.A. students. Initial profiles of
strengths and limitations were designed
based on the functional reading levels
and error patterns found on an individually administered Sucher-Allred Reading
Placement Inventory. An interest inventory and informal self-esteem instruments
were used to sketch out potential reading
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events area with newspapers, magazines,
etc.; and (6) A career area with vocational
materials and sample forms and applications.
Materials and Resources. Vast amounts
of motivational materials were needed.
Basic published reading materials, even
high interest-low reading level publications did not meet student needs and
placed a strain on the small budget. Thus
the search began for free or inexpensive
printed sources. When contacting potential community donators for contributions, four things were emphasized:
This particular program was different
from any other in the area schools in
that it had enrolled only socially and
academically dysfunctioning students.
The students in the program had particular needs. The youngsters in S.E.A.
needed to be challenged by materials
because many were gifted and/or
potential drop-outs. Each needed to
be "coaxed" with highly interesting
materials since they were unwilling to
risk failure again in traditional reading
lab equipment. The uniqueness of
instructional material could make the
difference between being turned-on or
tuned-out.
Donations to reluctant readers could

interests. Each student was asked to help
create her/his own instructional plan each
day with the teacher and set her/his own
goals for the 5 week cycle. Assignments
and materials were kept in individual
student boxes and games; word cards,
etc. were stored in MacDonald's "Big
Mac" containers.
Lab Environment. The physical setting
was designed to resemble as little as
possible the normal classroom environment that had always represented failure
and unachieveable goals to the students.
Ads placed in the local bargain paper
resulted in the community sources donating tables, chairs, pillows, couches, typewriters, books, etc. which created a comfortable lounge-like atmosphere.
Learning center areas were established
to meet the reading, counseling, and oral
communication needs. The centers included (1) A reading area for individual
and small group instruction as well as free
reading areas; (2) A writing area for
developing and encouraging written communication and spelling skills; (3) A conversation area for the development of
oral communication skills; (4) A "plant
hospital" with plants borrowed from the
community to provide motivation and
subject matter for reading; (5) A current
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j. Old magazines and books were collected from professional sources such
as hospital lobbies and offices of
doctors, lawyers, dentists, engineers,
and optometrists.
k. Numerous agencies were asked for
free hand-outs. Such dealers included
Honda, Department of Agriculture,
Planned Parenthood, American Dairy
Association, etc.
1. Enormous amounts of free literature
such as calendars, houseplant leaflets,
menus, sightseeing and travel brochures, catalogues, telephone directories, etc. were also collected from
local businesses.
m. Miscellaneous materials were obtained
from the Department of Motor Vehicles, Automobile Club, Rent-a-Car
agencies. Multiple copies were often
available.
n. Local bookstores and libraries had
books listing free materials on subject
matter from "accident" to "zoo".
Postcards were mailed to obtain informational pamphlets on particular
topics of interest to a student(s).
o. Service organizations donated monies
and supplies. Members of such organizations often donated their time and
expertise to come to the school to talk
and answer questions from the students, frequently bringing printed
materials on their topics.
At the close of the school year, the
lab had served approximately 50 students
on a regular basis each cycle. Through
the efforts of staff, students and the
community, the lab was equipped with
thousands of pieces of free and inexpensive printed materials used to increase
the average reading growth of the regularly
attending students by 3 .6 years. Post
evaluation of interests and attitudes
showed a definite movement toward
greater and more varied interests and
more positive students' attitudes toward
reading, school and themselves. A petition
sent to the school administration from
the students asking for the continuation
of the S.E.A. reading lab attests to the
success of a "lab on a shoestring".

help create a "reading public" that
might otherwise not exist. Finding out
how exciting and applicable hunting
magazines or repair manuals could be
might provide stimulus for further
reading.
All contributions were tax deductible!
Materials were solicited from numerous
sources. Some of which are listed below.
a. Materials were collected from the faculty and staff of the school. The English
and journalism teachers as well as the
school nurse, librarian, and work experience persons provided a wide variety
of differing types of materials. (Note:
Newspaper recycling plan ts will not
take old magazines!).
b. Students alerted their relatives and
even canvassed door to door in their
neighborhoods. Weekly prizes for the
greatest amount collected provided
incentive for students.
c. Students brought their own personal
libraries and favorite books to share
or loan. Each student established his/
her own check-out system.
d. Ads were placed in the weekly sales
papers asking the general public to
donate new and/or used reading matter.
e. Students were assigned to collect rival
high school and local university newspapers.
f. Inexpensive books and magazines were
purchased from library book sales,
seasonal sidewalk sales, flea markets,
swap meets, garage sales, second-hand
stores, etc.
g. Magazine dealers/distrubutors and news
paper circulation dealers were contacted to provide current unsold copies
of printed materials. (The yellow
pages section of the phone book lists
local contact people.)
h. Local drugstores and newsstands were
asked to donate materials whose
covers had been returned to the publisher for refund.
i. Postmasters were approached for
copies of undeliverable and extra
"junk" mail.
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